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Introduction
Humor is a creative form of communication that plays a role in many 
types of discourse and day-to-day interactions. It can surprise, amuse, suggest 
unlikely connections, and lead the listener or viewer to new interpretations of 
existing concepts or notions. On the other hand, attempts at humor may fall 
flat or backfire, either through a failure to recognize the comedic intention or 
due to an aversion for the type of juxtaposition proposed. Advertising is one 
arena in which humor is fairly common, used in about 25-30% of TV and 
radio commercials and around 10% of print advertisements (Gulas and Wein-
berger, 2006).
Advertisers are confronted by a need to make a memorable impression 
on their audience, and manipulation of linguistic associations is one often 
effective way to accomplish this aim. For example, puns and other humorous 
techniques may lead to a “fusion” of the product with other desirable quali-
ties outside its ordinary scope (Cook, 1992, p.108). Additionally, the general 
public is inundated with advertisements and unlikely to pay much attention 
to yet another without some type of hook to capture interest. Humor is a 
departure from the straightforward to the unexpected and as such may fill 
the audiences’ needs for novelty nicely. As Redfern (1984) notes:
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“Since the fundamental message of all advertising is known in advance, there is a need for 
diversification. Wordplay, with its distortions, bifurcations, and re-creations, introduces variety 
and refreshment into saturation” (pp.130-131).
When successfully executed, these “distortions, bifurcations, and re-cre-
ations” may result in highly favorable attitudes to the advertisement as well 
as to the brand in addition to influencing purchase intention, the ultimate 
goal. This present paper will analyze humor in U.S. magazine advertisements 
in order to understand more clearly the types of humor employed by print 
advertisers. 
Effectiveness of humor in advertising
Research suggests that humor is indeed a valuable tool in reaching audi-
ences, with some caveats. Gelb and Pickett (1983) found that a perception of 
humor in an advertisement generally correlated with a positive attitude 
toward the advertisement. Similarly, in one experiment, humor used in pro-
motional materials for social events led to greater attendance compared to 
social events promoted with non-humorous materials, although the use of 
humor did not affect the turn-out at business events (Scott, Klein, and Bryant, 
1990).
At the same time, audiences prefer the humor to be relevant. Lee and 
Mason (1999) tested attitudes to advertisements that were expected-relevant; 
unexpected-relevant; expected-irrelevant; and unexpected-irrelevant. They 
found that attitudes were more favorable to unexpected information com-
pared to expected information, but only when relevant to the main ad 
message. This suggests the need for a “pay-off” for the effort of finding the 
meaning of the humor. In another analysis, message-dominant humor worked 
better than humor that is so central to the advertisement that it cannot make 
sense without it (Spotts, Weinberger, and Parsons, 1997). Humor that is seem-
ingly unrelated to the product may be perceived as out of place and 
evaluated negatively (Zhang, 1996). 
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Moreover, different people react differently to humor. Those with a high 
need for cognition may be less influenced by humor, relying instead on a 
strong message, leading Zhang (1996) to conclude that humor may be most 
effective when not overly scrutinized. In addition to varying cognition needs, 
people have varying needs for humor and, not unexpectedly, those with a 
high need for humor form more positive attitudes toward advertisements 
employing humor, so that segmented advertising based on whether the par-
ticular medium is likely to be viewed or read by people who appreciate and 
respond well to comedy and wit may be effective (Cline, Altsech, and Kellaris, 
2003).
The type of product being advertised may also influence the effective-
ness of humor as a strategy. Spotts, Weinberger, and Parsons (1997) divided 
products into four groups: “white goods” such as appliances, equipment, and 
insurance; “blue goods”: detergents, medicine, non-dessert foods, etc.; “red 
goods”: clothing, accessories, motorcycles, hair coloring, and so on; and “yellow 
goods”, including things like snack foods, beer, cigarettes, etc. They found 
that humor was effective for yellow goods, and for white goods to some 
degree. On the other hand, it had a negative impact for blue and red goods. 
Types of humor in advertising
Raskin’s semantic theory of humor (1985) states that a text can be char-
acterized as a single joke-carrying text if:
 1. The text is compatible, fully or in part, with two different scripts;
 2. The two scripts with which the text is compatible are opposite
Raskin further observes that these oppositions may fall into the opposi-
tion types of real/unreal; normal/abnormal; or possible, plausible/impossible, 
implausible. He notes that earlier classifications of humor in terms of incon-
gruity, disparagement, and release are all compatible with the notion of script 
opposition.
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Attardo (2001) expands on Raskin’s theory, creating six “knowledge 
resources” that he claims cover all aspects of humor as a General Theory of 
Verbal Humor:
 1. Script opposition: Corresponding to Raskin’s (1985) definition
 2. Logical mechanism: The local device that resolves incongruity
 3. Situation: The “props” of the joke including objects, participants, activities, etc.
 4. Target: The “butt” of the joke, including ideological targets
 5. Narrative strategy: the narrative context of the joke, for example, title, greeting, commentary, 
question
 6. Language: All the language relevant to the realization of the joke
Focusing specifically on humor in television and magazine advertise-
ments, Catanescu and Tom (2001) list the following types of humor:
 1. Comparison: Placing two incongruous elements together
 2. Personification: Animals, plants or other objects having human characteristics
 3. Exaggeration: Amplifying elements, such as size
 4. Pun: Using elements of language to create new meanings
 5. Sarcasm: Blatantly ironic responses
 6. Silliness: Ludicrous situations
 7. Surprise: Unexpected situations
Among these, puns have received the most attention from linguists and 
are highly prevalent in print advertisements. Ritchie (2004) notes that: 
 1. Puns are an implicit comparison between two textual strings which are to some degree phoneti-
cally similar.
 2. One of these strings is part or all of the utterance.
 3. At least one of these strings is semantically linked to the context in some way.
(Ritchie, 2004, p.116)
Tanaka (1994) further notes that while puns represent two potential 
interpretations, it is clear that one interpretation is intended to be chosen. At 
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the same time, both interpretations contribute to the message (Tanaka, 1994, 
p.62). While decoding the pun takes more effort, because two effects are 
obtained that both add meaning, it is “economical” (p.64). Tanaka draws atten-
tion to four types of puns:
 1. Puns whose initial meaning is nonsensical.
 2. Puns whose initial meaning contributes to the resulting meaning.
 3. Puns in which one meaning might be considered indecent.
 4. Puns in which both meanings have a central role in the meaning. 
(Tanaka, 1994, p.65)
Nash (1985) and Alexander (1997) identify a number of types of puns. 
Table 1 shows these types in comparison.
Nash (1985) Alexander (1997)
Homophones: same sound but different 
spellings and meanings / Homophonic 
phrases: syllable for syllable same 
sound
Homonymy: same or different spelling, 
different meanings
Mimes: phonetic similarity, usually 
rhyming / Mimetic phrases: phonetic 
similarity to well-known sayings, usu-
ally rhyming
Phonological similarity or allusion: 
phrases are similar or allude to other 
phrases
Homonyms: same spelling, different 
meaning / Homophonic phrases; same 
spelling, different meaning in idioms 
and sayings
Polysemy: same word, different mean-
ing
Pseudomorphs: made-up words based 
on punning situation
Semantic allusions to idioms and meta-
phors
Portmanteaux: words derived from 
blending of sounds and meaning of two 
other words
Allusions to sayings, quotations, book 
titles, etc. 
Pun-metaphors: puns using metaphors 
in a different sense
Literalization of metaphors and idioms
Adapted from Nash (1985) and Alexander (1997)
Table 1.　Pun Types Identified by Nash (1985) and Alexander (1997)
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The study
One hundred and ten examples of humor in advertisements were col-
lected from four magazines: Cosmopolitan, Glamour, Esquire, and Car and 
Driver. Of these, personal grooming products such as those related to hair 
care, body care, skin care, and cosmetics were the most frequent. Thirty-two 
of the products fell into this category. Cars and car-related goods (car naviga-
tion system, tires, etc.) were the second-most common, with 25 of the 
advertisements related to this category. Seventeen of the advertisements 
were for food and drink, including alcohol, and 16 were for clothing including 
undergarments, footwear, and accessories. Sixteen other advertisements fea-
tured medicine, stationery, public awareness, cell phones, detergent, personal 
lubricant, shoe insoles, and a store. Graph 1 shows the breakdown of prod-
ucts. 
The advertisements were classified according to the following types of 
humor, based on types proposed by Catanescu and Tom (2001), Nash (1985), 
and Alexander (1997): 
 1. Polysemy, homophones, homonyms
 2. Literalization
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 3. Pseudomorphs / Portmanteaux
 4. Allusion
  In addition, two further classifications were employed:
 5. Forced reinterpretation
 6. Irony
The term “forced reinterpretation” derives from Ritchie (2004); however 
Ritchie focuses his definition of forced reinterpretation on the notion of the 
listener being set up to expect one type of response and then being surprised 
in the punch line as he/she realizes they have been led in a different direc-
tion, similar to Attardo’s (2001) “garden-path phenomenon”. Here, forced 
reinterpretation is used in cases in which a set phrase must necessarily be 
recast in order to make sense in the context. Irony, on the other hand, resem-
bles Catanescu and Tom’s (2001) category of sarcasm, but while their 
category is concerned with responses, this category relates to an established 
opposition or deliberate overstatement or understatement. 
These six classifications generally correspond to Attardo’s (2001) concept 
of logical mechanisms. That is, they are the means by which the incongruity 
is decoded. Two of Attardo’s six “knowledge resources” (2001), script opposi-
tion and narrative strategy, were further used as a tool to examine what 
types of characteristics of these humorous texts might be revealed through 
analysis according to the General Theory of Verbal Humor. 
Finally, regarding puns, Tanaka (1984) and Ritchie (2004) both draw 
attention to the issue of whether one or both activated meanings is semanti-
cally linked to the intended meaning of the advertisement. Those 
advertisements that employed puns were additionally examined to ascertain 
whether one or both meanings contributed to the final meaning. 
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Analysis
Allusion was the most frequently used device, employed in 43 of the 
advertisements. Polysemy, homophones, and homonyms were also common: 
33 advertisements made use of one of these types of puns. The third most 
prevalent type was irony which could be found in 19 advertisements, followed 
by literalization (used in 11) and forced reinterpretation (used in nine). Two 
advertisements used a pseudomorph or portmanteau, and one used surprise. 
Seven advertisements used more than one type of humor. Graph 2 shows the 
breakdown of humor types. 
Allusion
One common type of allusion involved borrowing from the register of 
another type of text for comedic effect, for example the language of cinema, 
as in (1), scientific research, (2), hardboiled novels, (3), or romantic confessions, 
(4):
(1)  In a world where evil threatens your face, there’s the detoxifying 
formula of Noxema Triple Head Blackhead Cleanser. (Noxema Tri-
ple Head Blackhead Cleanser)
8
Graph 2.　Breakdown of Humor Types
0
allu
sio
n
poy
sem
y
iron
y
lite
ral
for
ced
psu
edo
5
10
15
20
25
30
35
40
9Ad Laughs: An Analysis of Humor in U.S. Magazine Advertisements
(2)  TESTING IN PROGRESS / Astroglide Testing Facility. Undisclosed 
Location, Southern California. (Astroglide personal lubricant)
(3)  A body built for sin. / Seduction manifested in sheet metal. The 
unmistakable curve of its roofline arches past taut, muscular hips. 
Yet beneath lies pure power. A potent new 3.4 liter 295-hp flat six. 
The Cayman S. Sweet temptation awaits. Porsche. There is no sub-
stitute. Introducing the Cayman S. It’s stirring things up. (Porsche 
Cayman S)
(4)  “I’ve never felt this comfortable with anyone before.” / “Me nei-
ther.” (Dr. Scholl’s for Her open shoe insoles)
In (1) the language parodies the movie trailer cliché, “In a world where…” 
followed by the description of a negative situation, often expressed with the 
word “threatens”, against which a positive influence is introduced. “Evil” is a 
strong word for facial blemishes, but the exaggeration adds to the fun. (2) 
mimics the lingo of research testing even more precisely, so that it would be 
difficult for the reader to note the humor without the visual information that 
suggests an amorous liaison as well as knowledge that the product is a per-
sonal lubricant.
A longer example is provided in (3) in which the satire builds upon itself. 
It begins with “A body built for sin”, used in hardboiled novels to describe a 
voluptuous woman, continuing with “seduction manifested…”, “unmistakable 
curve”, “arches past taut, muscular hips”, “beneath lies pure power”, “potent”, 
“sweet temptation awaits”, and “It’s stirring thing up.” While many of the 
expressions could be used to describe a car to some degree, it is highly 
unusual to speak of a car’s “hips”. No reader of the advertisement could fail 
to recognize the spoof, yet the advertisers presumably hope they will enjoy 
the image rendered through the register borrowing as well as appreciate the 
implied comparison between the car and a sexy woman, both considered 
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objects of desire. 
Example (4) is one of the few advertisements making use of dialogue. 
Here the dialogue is used to imitate a typical assertion of intimacy. However, 
rather than two people saying the lines to each other, two sandals are speak-
ing to each other, and they and the person they are comfortable with is not 
the other sandal, but rather the person wearing them as a result of the 
insoles which soothe and ease the feet, and in this case of personification, the 
sandals themselves. 
Another type of allusion refers to a famous quotation, for example, the 
following, which echoes the saying “The buck stops here,” made famous by U.S. 
president Harry S. Truman and perhaps seeks to claim the quotation’s claim 
to accountability:
(5) The clump stops here (Covergirl Lash Exact Mascara)
Similarly, (6) alludes to the famous song sung by the muppet Kermit the 
Frog on Sesame Street, “It’s Not Easy Being Green”, but contradicts it:
(6) “I guess it is easy being green.” (Ford Escape Hybrid)
In order to ensure the viewer gets the allusion, the words are seen to be 
spoken by Kermit against a backdrop of the car. “Green” is recast from the 
literal meaning in the song of being a green frog, to the polysemous meaning 
of protecting the environment.
Some allusions simply take over a common idiom and use it for their 
own purposes, as in the short examples in (7) and (8):
(7) Chain reaction (Scunci chains)
(8) Corporate holdings (Scunci no-slip grip hair accessory)
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In both (7) and (8) the allusion appears to be uncomplicated word play. It 
is slightly possible but not very probable that (7) might imply that the chains 
are popular and apt to catch on as a “chain reaction” among young woman 
and that (8) suggests that the hair accessory is suitable for business. How-
ever, these possibilities seem remote and it is more likely that the advertisers 
simply hope that the viewers will enjoy the wit of the juxtaposition.
Other advertisements enlist the assistance of allusions but revamp them:
(9) Bored with flat hair color? Apply the breaks! (Garnier Color Breaks)
(10) An SUV with altitude (Saab 9-7X)
In example (9), the word “brakes” in the idiom “apply the brakes” is con-
verted to the homophone “breaks” to activate an association with the product 
advertised while retaining the meaning of an action to prevent something 
from developing. At the same time, there is an interesting opposition with 
the word “flat” in the first sentence because it customary when driving to 
apply the brakes on hilly terrain rather than level ground. In this sense, the 
advertisement is making the oxymoron-like proposal that the viewer apply 
the brakes to generate more exciting hair. 
In (10), the idiom “with attitude,” meaning unusual in a way that stands 
out, is transformed into the similar-sounding “altitude” so that while the posi-
tive associations of “with attitude” are retained, the further suggestion that 
the car almost flies through the air rather than driving on ground is put forth 
through amusing word play. 
Polysemy, homophones, and homonyms
Of these three types, polysemy was most frequent. Some of the uses of 
polysemy were uncomplicated plays on words in which both triggered mean-
ings contribute to the final meaning, although one of these was typically more 
dominant than the other: 
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(11) Unwind with your friends. (Maker’s Mark bourbon)
(12) 90 calories. Nice figure. (Special K Snack Bites)
In example (11) the accompanying photograph shows a bottle of the 
bourbon being opened by unwinding the casing. Therefore, it is possible to 
interpret the meaning of the statement as “Open this bourbon and drink it 
with your friends.” Simultaneously, the meaning of “unwind” as “relax” is also 
set in motion because this meaning of “unwind” is more commonly associated 
as something done with companions. In the same way, the number 90 might 
be considered a nice, low number of calories in a snack, but concurrently the 
reader is called upon to interpret the phrase to mean that eating the snack 
which is 90 calories will lead to a nice body shape.
“Volume” is a frequent word in hair care and one that lends itself well to 
puns based on polysemy as in the following two examples:
(13)  To be noticed, turn up the volume. (Matrix Vavoom hair products)
(14)  It wasn’t easy getting Aussome Volume into a one-page ad. (Aussie 
Aussome Volume hair products)
These examples are somewhat different from examples (11) and (12) 
because while to a certain extent both interpretations of “volume”, as amount 
(of hair) and as loudness of sound in (13), and as amount (of hair) and the 
amount of space something takes up, can work up to a point, one reading is 
clearly favored over the other. In (13) while it may be wise advice to turn up 
the volume on a loudspeaker to attract attention, this is irrelevant to the 
main situation of caring for hair. Likewise, the portmanteau “aussome” deriv-
ing from “Aussie” and “awesome” in (14) suggests a great amount of 
something, but while it is certainly impossible to put all the volume the prod-
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uct brings to the user’s hair into a page, the words of the product themselves 
are easily included in a one-page ad. 
Another type of polysemy involves the pulling apart of collocations, simi-
lar to literalization, which will be discussed later. In the following examples, 
two words that often occur together, “naked truth” and “big secret” are 
re-examined, and found to be contradictory:
(15)  It’s the naked truth… sometimes the look of lipstick is just too much 
(Covergirl Smoothwear Liptints)
(16)  The big secret to smooth skin is actually teeny-tiny. (Biore Pore 
Minimizing Collection)
In (15) “naked truth” means the unadorned truth, particularly an unwel-
come truth. However “naked” is also made to signify unadorned with lipstick 
so that the meaning becomes “the unadorned truth is that adorned lips are 
excessive.” In (16) “big” initially means “important” but it is recast to mean 
“large in size,” opposing the product itself which helps to reduce the size of 
pores.
Yet another kind of polysemy entails the juxtaposition of two widely 
varying meanings of a word:
(17)  My editor just sent me back to the drawing board on my latest 
story ‒ said it lacked punch and structure. Lack structure? Me? She 
obviously didn’t see my new shoes. (Lady Foot Locker sneakers)
(18)  The difference between showing up and “You’ve arrived.” (Toyo 
Tires)
Example (17) is a joke based on an incongruity that is only resolved 
through the recognition of the intended pun. The “structure” the editor seeks 
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in the speaker’s writing is organization and cohesion, a completely different 
matter from the support offered by the speaker’s sneakers. In (18) the differ-
ence in meanings is additionally marked through the use of quotations and 
the difference itself is asserted within the statement, compelling the reader 
to search for the distinction. While one meaning of “arrive” may be restated 
as to “show up”, the advertisers highlight the meaning of “arrive” as to 
“achieve a goal.”
Homophones and homonyms were much less frequent than polysemy, 
but were also used to good effect in some advertisements. Homophones used 
words with different meanings and spellings but similar sounds. In most of 
these, both meanings contributed to the overall advertising message as in the 
following examples:
(19) Weather or not (Pantene Pro-V Restoratives hair treatment) 
(20) The weight is over (Lite bra collection) 
In (19) and (20) the common phrases “whether or not” and “the wait is 
over” are misspelled, as it were, for amusement and added import. “Weather” 
suggests that the hair will look good in any weather, while “weight” empha-
sizes that the bras are light. These humorous texts collapse two pieces of 
information into one.
On the other hand, in (21) while there are two meanings, one is only play-
ful, not contributing to the main meaning but witty and likely to amuse the 
reader with its riddle-like nature that is not immediately clear:
(21)  There is no “I” in lost. / Lost? Not you. Not ever. You’ve got an “I” 
for navigation. (Garmin Streetpilot car navigation system)
In order to process this, it is necessary to access the hidden meaning of “I” 
as implying “eye”, which is made possible through the idiom “have got an eye 
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for.” This humorous text requires more processing effort than most of the 
advertisements analyzed.
Homonyms are similar to polysemy but the meanings of the two words 
that are activated are not distantly related but rather unrelated, as in (22) 
through (24): 
(22) A gentleman is never flaky (L’Oreal Vive for Men shampoo) 
(23) Whatever your calling, answer in style (Vtech cell phone) 
(24) Leave the rest to Lunesta (Lunesta sleep aid) 
In (22) “flaky” means both “suffering from dandruff and hence having a 
problem with flakes of scalp skin” or “strangely unconventional.” While the 
second meaning of flaky appears most accessible because it is unusual to 
refer to a person suffering from dandruff as “flaky” though the skin on their 
scalp may flake off, it is the second meaning that makes more sense in light 
of the product advertised. In (23) “calling” refers to occupation, but because 
the product is a phone, the unrelated and semantically irrelevant meaning of 
making a phone call is simultaneously evoked. In (24), however, both mean-
ings of “rest”, as in “what remains to be accomplished” and “sleep” are 
possible, though “sleep” may be considered the main meaning as the product 
is a sleep aid.
Literalization
Literalization of idioms was a common comedic strategy among the 
advertisements. In (25) and (26), the statements may be simply taken at face 
value; it is only when the product is considered that another, more central, 
meaning emerges:
(25) Lead a fuller life (L’Oreal Vive shampoo)
15
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(26) The freedom will go to your head. (Nizoral anti-dandruff shampoo)
In these examples, the initial meaning is not completely dispelled when 
the dominant meaning sinks in, but it is pressed into the background. How-
ever, in the following example, the original meaning remains more integral to 
the final message, though it may not be essential:
(27)  If anyone’s talking dirt, it won’t be about your face. (Noxema Triple 
Head Blackhead Cleanser)
In this example, although “talking dirt” means to say bad things about a 
person, it is more firmly connected with the main idea through the subse-
quent “It won’t be about your face” than is the case in (25).
Forced reinterpretation
Whereas incongruity resolution is swift in allusion, polysemy, homo-
phones, homonyms, literalization, pseudomorphs, and portmanteaux, in forced 
reinterpretation, one interpretation is pushed more determinedly upon the 
reader, yet this interpretation must ultimately be abandoned. Forced reinter-
pretation takes longer to decipher, compared to these other humorous 
techniques. In one type of forced reinterpretation, two statements are made 
that superficially seem similar but the second statement alters the semantic 
meaning. Because the reader has been led by the first statement to read the 
second statement a certain way, it may take him or her a few seconds to 
make the shift:
(28)  You won’t believe the look. They won’t believe your eyes. (Max 
Factor Lash Perfection Waterproof Mascara)
(29)  This is not a vision test. It’s more an examination of your priorities. 
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(Lexus)
In example (28), because the first sentence is the straightforward “You 
won’t believe the look” the reader is led to expect that the next sentence will 
be of similar content, as it closely resembles the set expression “You won’t 
believe your eyes”. However, in place of “you”, “they” appears, so that “your 
eyes” no longer signifies “the eyes you (the reader) are seeing out of” but 
rather “the eyes that are being viewed by others.”
In (29), too, “vision test” and “examination” appear to have closely related 
meanings; although the first statement is a negative assertion, the phrase 
“It’s more of a…” suggests that a simple adjustment to the first statement 
will be made. The idea that it is some kind of vision test is further accentu-
ated by the visual information: photographs of two identical cars on facing 
pages, one silver against a red background, and the other red against a silver 
background. Despite these indications that something like a vision test is 
being discussed, in fact, a major modification is required, from the notion of 
an external, physical test, to an internal, psychological assessment.
Forced reinterpretation may also take the form of viewing something 
from an unexpected perspective, as in (30):
(30)  MP3 player. Now available in a new 268-HP carrying case. (Toyota 
Camry)
What is being advertised is not an MP3 player, but rather a car, which 
from the adopted standpoint of the musical device is now seen as a carrying 
case. It is unlikely that the advertisers wish for the viewers to consider the 
car as a mere container for gadgets. However, the effort involved in gaining 
the true meaning allows for the car to be viewed with fresh eyes. 
Pseudomorphs and Portmanteaux
There were just one pseudomorph and two portmanteaux in the collec-
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tion. The pseudomorph in (31) creates a Latin-sounding, seemingly taxonomic 
classification:
(31) Unparallelicus Offroadicus (Wrangler)
The photograph accompanying the text shows the car from an aerial 
perspective with all its doors open so that it resembles a beetle. The reader 
is able to extract the words “unparalleled” and “off road” from the nonsensi-
cal designation, and through this humorous technique the advertisers can put 
forth the notion that the car is entirely new species of automotive machinery.
In addition to the portmanteau already discussed in (14), the following 
example was found:
(32) Fourplay (Toyo Tires) 
While in (14) the two words contributing to the created “Aussome”, “Aus-
sie” and “awesome”, both play a meaningful role in the new word, in example 
(32) only one does.  Here, “four”, related to the notion that a car has four tires, 
and “foreplay”, are combined. However, it is difficult to imagine that the tires 
are really connected to the preliminary stages of sexual intercourse. The 
amalgamation appears to be simple word play.
Irony
Irony is the only one of the six categories used in the analysis in which 
the precise language employed is not an essential factor in the humor. These 
humorous texts rely most heavily on the script opposition of Raskin (1985) 
and Attardo (2001). The irony often represents a statement that violates com-
mon sense or norms, as in the following examples:
(33)  There goes my excuse for lying around on the couch every month. 
(ThermaCare HeatWrap)
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(34)  You only get three sick days a year. Use them wisely. (Tab Energy 
drink) 
(35) We love vegetarians. More beef for us. (America’s beef producers)
In (33) it sounds as if the speaker is unhappy to no longer have a justifi-
cation to take it easy, and yet the reader realizes that the lessening of 
menstrual pain is in fact a good thing. Certainly, if the speaker preferred to 
refrain from use of the product it is her prerogative. That she chooses to do 
so implies that in reality she does appreciate its purpose and effect. 
Likewise, in (34), the photograph shows a woman on a boat enjoying her-
self, not an image typically associated with a sick day, or at least not the 
image that readers are generally supposed to think of as the proper way to 
spend such a day. Therefore, the implied message of how to use the sick days 
clashes with standard work ethics. The message is not directly related to the 
product advertised but it may be supposed that the underlying implication is 
that Tab Energy drink is for fun-seeking women (and perhaps men) who are 
unafraid to flout societal norms. 
In (35) the reader may find it odd that America’s beef producers are 
claiming fondness for vegetarians. In the resolution of the incongruity, the 
beef producers align themselves with beef lovers in general through an 
unspecified “we” and appear to assert greed or selfishness, usually considered 
an unseemly trait. 
Examples (33) through (35) go against usual common sense or values 
deemed to be correct. On the other hand, examples (36) and (37) are ironic in 
a more local way, in which something affirmed is shown to be uncertain or 
untrue:
(36)  It clearly shows fiduciary responsibility. Whatever that means. 
(Toyota Corolla)
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(37) We’re just too different (Rbk sneakers)
The first statement in (36) evokes the notion that the speaker is finan-
cially savvy. However, this is eradicated in the second statement with the 
self-deprecatory “Whatever that means.” The photograph shown in tandem 
with the statement in (37) shows a picture of a man and woman who look 
extremely similar in hair cut and clothing, rendering the comment nonsense, 
although the speaker may believe it. In this way, script oppositions such as 
“financially savvy” vs. “financially unsavvy” or “different” vs. “same” are 
established to comedic effect. 
One ironically humorous advertisement was very different from the oth-
ers in the collection. A Perry Ellis advertisement features an eight-frame, 
four-page comic entitled “The Number”. The story is about a man who has 
been dating a woman for eight months but meets another woman in a bar, 
causing him to feel conflicted by his attraction to her and his moral duty to 
be faithful to his girlfriend. On the way home he finds the woman’s phone 
number which she has written on a napkin and placed in his pocket. The final 
frame reads:
(38)  The napkin ended up in the trash soon enough, but not before I’d 
stared at it for a good long minute, imploring myself not to commit 
the hastily-scribbled numbers to memory.
Here, the irony is the awareness of the reader, which may or may not be 
shared by the speaker, that the man, while claiming to be trying to not mem-
orize the phone number, is in fact ensuring that he will remember it. 
Application of General Theory of Verbal Humor
The advertisements were further examined according to two knowledge 
resources of the General Theory of Verbal Humor (Attardo, 2001): script 
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opposition and narrative strategy. 
1. Script opposition
Raskin (1985) suggests that all humor requires script opposition and that 
the scripts are opposite, falling into the types real/unreal; normal/abnormal; 
possible, plausible/impossible, implausible. However, it was found that a cen-
tral facet of many puns, allusions and other wordplay was that two meanings 
were activated, but these two meanings were not necessarily in opposition, 
rendering it difficult to categorize the oppositions as real/unreal; normal/
abnormal; possible, plausible/impossible, implausible. For example, it is impos-
sible to do so in example (22):
(22) A gentleman is never flaky (L’Oreal Vive for Men shampoo) 
“Suffering from dandruff” and “unconventional” are different meanings of 
flaky, but both are real, normal, and plausible in the statement. Even some 
humorous texts that resembled the lines of a stand-up comedian could not be 
classified according to script opposition as in the following:
(39) My hair’s split like a Hollywood marriage. (Sunsilk shampoo)
It might be possible to assert that there is a real/unreal script opposition 
in this text because in reality the hair cannot be split as couples separate in a 
divorce, but the ends of the hair are divided and going their separate direc-
tions, so the simile, while unusual, may be judged valid.
Only 24% of the advertisements could be considered to employ a script 
opposition, and of these, most fell into the real/unreal designation, with four 
classified as normal/abnormal and one as possible/impossible. The following, 
including one examined earlier, are examples of these:
(2)  TESTING IN PROGRESS / Astroglide Testing Facility. Undisclosed 
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Location, Southern California. (Astroglide personal lubricant)
(40)  In case of fire stop, drop and roll around. (Dentyne Fire chewing 
gum)
(41)  Dear Ketel One Drinker / On those awful days when you’re feeling 
your age, just remember we’re 314. (Ketel One Vodka)
Example (2) juxtaposes a real script with an unreal one. The picture 
hints at a man and woman engaged in sexual intercourse. While it may be 
assumed the personal lubricants are tested, it is highly farfetched to imagine 
that they are tested through passionate sex in scientific laboratories. Sex is 
also central to (40), which shows a man and woman in an amorous embrace 
on a carpet. In the case of fire, it is normal to roll on a carpet; however, it is 
abnormal to also engage in sex. Example (41) represents the possible/impossi-
ble category because, while it is possible for a company to be 314 years old, it 
is out of the question for a person. 
2. Narrative strategy
General comments were the most common type of narrative strategy. 
Forty-five percent of the humorous texts were of this type, for example:
(42)  It’s time for damaged skin to take the heat. (Olay Thermal Skin Pol-
isher)
Exhortations and suggestions were also common, used in 24% of the 
advertisements, as in (43):
(43)  Tell your sore throat to just chill. (Vicks 44 sore throat spray and 
lozenges)
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Another type was personal comments and addresses, which appeared in 
12% of the humorous texts, as in the ThermaCare Heat Wrap, looked at in a 
previous section:
(33)  There goes my excuse for lying around on the couch every month. 
(ThermaCare HeatWrap)
Twenty percent were other types, including instructions, notifications, 
signs, dialogues, questions, phrases, expression of good wishes, and literary 
description. Graph 3 shows the breakdown of narrative strategies.
Semantic links to intended meaning
The puns used in advertisements were analyzed to determine whether 
one or both meanings contributed to the final meaning. Of the 65 advertise-
ments that made use of puns it was found that 42% had one meaning that 
was semantically linked to the final meaning of the text, as in example (44):
(44) Travel size. (Hummer off-road vehicle
In this example, the usual meaning of “travel size” as small and easy to 
carry must clearly be rejected and a new meaning sought. The phrase “travel 
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size” is reinterpreted to mean “a good size for going on a trip.” In this way, 
only one meaning is a part of the true meaning of the advertisement. On the 
other hand, in 25% of these advertisements both meanings clearly contributed 
to the end message, as in example (24):
(24) Leave the rest to Lunesta (Lunesta sleep aid)
In this example, both the notion of rest as sleep and rest as the remain-
der of things needed to be done in order to sleep are relevant to the overall 
meaning of the advertisement.
In addition, it was found that a further 25% of the advertisements were 
those in which both meanings contributed to some degree to the final mes-
sage, although one meaning was clearly dominant. These were often puns in 
which an idiom is used literally, for example:
(45)  You can’t stop smiling. Your love has just gone platinum. (Platinum 
sellers)
In this example, in the photograph a woman is receiving a platinum ring 
from a man so their love has “gone platinum.” At the same time while the 
precise meaning of the idiom “go platinum” in which a CD or record has sold 
more than 300,000 copies cannot apply here, the notion of love skyrocketing 
makes a contribution to some degree. 
Moreover, in 9% of the advertisements, it appears that neither meaning 
contributes significantly to the intended meaning, as in (32):
(32) Fourplay (Toyo Tires) 
Obviously, the notion of “foreplay” is unrelated to tires. Similarly, it 
requires a substantial leap of the imagination to consider the notion of “playing” 
with four tires. These examples are word play, pure and simple. Graph 4 
24
25Ad Laughs: An Analysis of Humor in U.S. Magazine Advertisements
shows the breakdown of the number of meanings contributing to the final 
meaning in the puns.
Discussion
There are several types of humor that may be observed in US magazine 
advertisements: allusions to idioms, quotations and so on; polysemy, homo-
phones, and homonyms; literalization of idioms; pseudomorphs and 
portmanteaux, forced reinterpretation, and irony. Of these, allusions and poly-
semy, homophones, and homonyms were found to be most common, with 39% 
of the advertisements analyzed using allusions, and 30% of them making use 
of polysemy, homophones, and homonyms. 
Allusions often borrowed the register of another genre to comedic effect. 
Others used quotations or idioms to their own, new purpose. In the category 
polysemy, homophones, and homynyms, polysemy occurred most frequently. 
These were typically simple plays on words, although, particularly in the case 
of homophones and homonyms, might require some effort on the part of the 
reader to note the pun and retrieve the two suggested meanings. 
In literalization of idioms, while the idiom continues to contribute its idi-
omatic meaning, in light of the product or advertising message, the reader is 
able to obtain a literal meaning, which pushes the standard, idiomatic mean-
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ing into the background although its meaning may still be seen as having 
some role in the final meaning. On the other hand, in forced reinterpretation 
the reader is “tricked” into accessing one meaning, when in fact it is neces-
sary to discard this meaning in order to access the end message. 
Pseudomorphs and portmanteaux represent a highly creative use of lan-
guage, as new words are created through combination of two words. While 
these may be quite amusing, their frequency in the advertisements investi-
gated was quite rare. Irony, the only humor type in which the precise 
language used was not important, was the third most common type, used in 
19% of the advertisements, however. In irony, the speaker appears to be 
claiming one thing, but the context or what the speaker subsequently says, 
reveals this earlier declaration invalid. Irony was most closely associated with 
a clearly defined script opposition.
While Raskin (1985) and Attardo (2001) assert that script opposition is a 
vital element of humor, this does not appear to be the case for the type of 
brief humor appearing in magazine advertisements. Only 24% were judged to 
have a clear script opposition. In the rest, while two scripts were activated, 
they were not seen to be in opposition and the “scripts” themselves were 
very brief. The narrative strategies employed were primarily general com-
ments, exhortations, and personal comments. However, various other 
narrative types were used such as instructions, signs, dialogues, and ques-
tions.
When plays on words were the source of humor, it was found that one of 
the activated meanings or both of these meanings may be relevant to the 
final message. Additionally, one meaning might clearly be dominant while the 
non-dominant meaning contributed a slight, extra interpretation to it. In 9% 
of the puns, neither meaning contributed significantly to the final message. 
Magazine advertisements offer rich ground for the analysis of humor. 
Further research might investigate the interplay between product, narrative 
strategy and humor type. While humor is not the most predominant type of 
advertising strategy in U.S. magazines, it is clearly a vital type of communica-
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tion, creating a fascinating amalgam of creative interpretations. 
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